Sermon #3: Cultivating Contentment

Good morning!  I’d like to start with two quotes that I believe capture the essence of God’s message for us this morning.

“Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a person’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions." 
Jesus’ words from Luke 12:15 that we just heard read.
James Mckintosh, Scottish philosopher and politician of early 19th century, put it this way:

“It is right to be contented with what we have, but never with what we are.”

What did Jesus and Mr. Mackintosh mean by these words?

We are often discontented with the things that God wants us to be content with.  Things, such as:
· Our stuff – all those things that we have been convinced that we desperately need and can’t live without

· Our jobs

· Our churches

· Our children

· Our spouses

On the other hand, we are content with those things that God wishes us to be discontent with.  God actually wired our hearts to be discontent with certain things, so we would seek God as the only One who can fully satisfy us.

We are meant to yearn to know God more, to pursue a deeper, more meaningful relationship through prayer and the study of God’s Word, to seek after justice and holiness with increasing intensity, to love others more, and to grow day-by-day in godly grace, character and wisdom.
Please notice that God expects us to grow and change.  If our faith life is comfortable, God is not happy, and neither are we.  Our God-given gifts, talents and experiences are meant to be used to the fullest, in service to God.   If you want to live a rich, full, God-inspired life, you can expect to be unpopular, uncomfortable and broken on a regular basis.

I’m going to take a leap of faith and assume that at some point the Holy Spirit will convince you that these words of Jesus and Mr. Mackintosh are true.  And that the propaganda we are bombarded with every day by way of the media, our friends and family will start to sound a bit hollow.
So, here are four keys to cultivating contentment that you might want to consider.  I’ll list them and then explain them in more detail.
First – Remember that “it could be worse”
Second – Ask yourself “How long will this new thing make me happy?”

Third – Develop a grateful heart for the blessings you have
Fourth – Ask yourself, “Where does my soul find true satisfaction?”

Let’s look at these one at a time.

First, regardless of what the world tells you about what you should be discontent with, always remember those four simple words: “It could be worse.” 
· If you long for a fancy new car to replace the perfectly adequate one you have – say to yourself “It could be worse.”

· If you’re trying to convince yourself that the home you have is too small and outdated – tell yourself “It could be worse”

· If you see an ad for a popular new gadget that you think you can’t live without – count to 10 and say “It could be worse.”

What’s the point of all this?  It provides some much-needed perspective on what we think we want versus what we really need.  It also should remind us of Jesus’ words – that our focus should not be on what we own, but Who owns us.  Finally, it causes us to look on the bright side – focusing on what’s in the glass and not what’s missing.
Second, the satisfaction we find in our stuff, whatever that might be, is always temporary.  If I strain my memory I can recall what it was like in the weeks and days leading up to Christmas when I was a child – all the anticipation of the wonderful presents that Santa was going to bring and how happy I thought I was going to be.  When Christmas morning came, I would hurry to see what was under the tree with my name on it, and quickly rip open all my presents.  Usually, it would only take a couple of hours before I was tired of playing with my new toys or, worse yet, fighting with my brother or sister over one of their toys.
This feeling wasn’t limited to my childhood.  I remember driving back from a car dealer the summer after I graduated from college.  I had just traded in my nerdy VW Beetle for a classic Porsche.  As I drove home, I passed a fancier sports car – I don’t even remember what it was.  What I do remember was saying to my Dad – “Cool car!  That’s the next one I’m going to own!”  Well, I drove that Porsche all over the country – from coast to coast and then back to Chicago where I had my first job.  A few years later I got married and not long after that I traded in my well-worn Porsche for our first brand new car – a Chevy Vega – the ultimate in hyped-up, family-style, planned obsolescence! 
So, always ask yourself, before you buy anything – “How long will this make me happy?”

The third point is related to the first one, because if we realize that “It could be worse,” we should have a grateful heart and thank God for the blessings that God has provided.

To the extent that we stop and consider all of the blessings that God has showered on us, we will tend to be content and thankful rather than unhappy and always looking for more.

Pastor Adam used the example of the special gift he spent a lot of time shopping for to give to a good friend.  Pastor Adam was really hurt when the friend took one look at the gift and asked for the receipt.

Have you ever had that happen to you?  How did you feel?

Do you think maybe this is the way that God feels when God blesses us with something, only to have us turn around and look for something “bigger and better?”

Fourth and finally, we come to the fundamental question that’s really at the heart of all this: “Where does my soul find true satisfaction?” 

What is it that will really fill that yearning in my heart?  Can I find it in the supermarket, or the department store, or at the car dealer?  Or is it really true that it is more blessed to give than to receive?

Even the MasterCard ads admit that there are some things that money (and plastic) can’t buy.  What are those things?  Could they be Love? Happiness?  Deep-down satisfaction?  

In closing, I’d like to leave you with a list of four steps that Pastor Adam proposes for simplifying our lives:

#1. Set a goal of reducing your consumption, and choose to live below your means.  I know this sounds anti-American, but I prefer to think of it as anti-American Dream (or Nightmare). The good news is that this is what many families and individuals are choosing to do or forced to do in light of the current economic crisis.  They’re actually paying attention to this message.  The bad news is that everyone is doing this at exactly the same time!
#2. Before making a purchase, ask yourself, “Do I really need this?” and “Why do I think I want this?”  Understanding the difference between wants and needs is one of the most fundamental questions that we face every day.  With all of the advertising and peer pressure around us, admitting that we don’t really need something is almost as hard as someone with an addiction admitting that they have a problem and need help.
#3. Use something up before buying something new.  We should take care of what we have and use those things until they are worn out.  Even then, there may be someone else who would be blessed to receive what we’re ready to part with.  If you have an hour or two, Maria can tell you lots of stories about how she begs me to part with cars and clothes long after they’re worn out and out-of-style.  I now get hand-me-up clothing from my two sons!

#4. Ask yourself: Are there major changes that would allow me to simplify my life?  Some suggestions to consider are: 

· Selling a car and buying one that you’re able to pay for in full, thus, eliminating a monthly car payment
· Downsizing your home – moving to a home that requires less time and money to carry

· Getting rid of something you don’t really need – a club membership, a season ticket, or premium TV channels.

Remember that if you can’t do all the things that God is calling you to do, and you’re unable to find joy amidst all the activities that you do, maybe it’s time to simplify your life in some major ways.  

And by the way, I believe this message of simplifying our lives applies to us as individuals, to our families and to our church family.
I hope these four steps have given you some practical ideas of ways in which you can cultivate true contentment in your life.  

I would urge that we all spend time in the next days and weeks listening to God’s calling on our lives, and let the advice of our Lord and Savior be reflected in our thoughts and actions.  That is, to -

“Be on [our] guard against all kinds of greed; [because] a person's life does not consist in the abundance of possessions."  
I’d like to close with the words from TobyMac’s latest song:

“If you gotta start somewhere, why not here?

If you gotta start sometime, why not now?”
We have a short video clip to view with an example that Pastor Adam used with his sermon on Cultivating Contentment.  In his introduction to this clip he quotes Ben Franklin saying:
“Contentment makes poor men rich, but discontentment makes rich men poor.”  Wouldn’t each of us rather be persons who are poor but who have contentment, rather than those who have everything, but don’t even realize it?  As we watch the video, we should ask ourselves, what’s really important in our lives?

2-minute video

Closing Prayer:

Lord, we are truly sorry for the times we have received gifts from you and asked for the gift receipt, unsatisfied with the person you have entrusted to our care, unsatisfied with our spouses, our children or our parents, unsatisfied with our home or our car, our health or our jobs.  God, forgive us for the times we’ve offended you by our discontent.  And forgive us for being content with the things we were not supposed to be content with.  Help us to have a yearning to pursue righteousness and holiness, justice and love, to long for you and your will for our lives.  Help us in this.  Help us to simplify, to get off of the treadmill, and to find in you our peace.  We ask these mercies in your holy name, Amen.
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